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Sl!'s News
Research and scholarship in the news
What Algae See
Crabs See Too
Two SU researchers whose separate studies of vision rely on
unusual sample populations were
the subjects of recent national
coverage by NBC's Today show,
The New lOrk Times, and the
prestigious international journal,
Nature.
Work conducted at the Woods
Hole Marine Biological Lab by
Robert Barlow, SU professor of
neuroscience, was the focus of the
Today report. Barlow's interest is in
horseshoe crabs.
"For more than 50 years, scientists have been stUdying the visual
system of the horseshoe crab as a
simple tool of how all eyesight
works," reported Today's Bob
Bazelllast fall. "For most of that
time, the researchers thought the
creature was either blind or saw
very little. But Dr. Robert Barlow
found that was wrong."
Bazell explained how Barlow's
research team determined, through
the use of various dummy lures
(some resembling crabs and others
not), that the male horseshoe crab
is drawn to egg sites by the form of
the female crab. Without this visual
ability, the male horseshoe would
not, unless through sheer chance,
complete the fertilization process.
"This indicates the crab's vision
is not bad at all," Bazell concluded.
"Our ultimate goal" said Barlow,
"is to understand the visual system
of a horseshoe crab to such an extent that we'll be able to apply those
results to improve our understanding of human vision."
Applying unusual visual research to human needs is also the
goal of Kenneth W. Foster, SU
associate professor of physics, who,
with his wife, Jureepan Saranak, a
post-doctoral fellow at SU, and
researchers at theMt . Sinai School
of Medicine and Columbia University, made an astounding link between two seemingly unsimilar
species.
"Looking deep into the 'eyes' of
algae- yes, these single-cell
aquatic organisms have complete

Separate visual research projects conducted by Robert Barlow (left)
and Kenneth Foster both received recent media coverage.
visual systems- biophysicists have
discovered a striking family resemblance between algae and cows,"
reported The New lOrk Times this
past January.
The researchers showed that the
alga Chlamydomonas, long known
to respond to light, does so by
means of a photoreceptor system
remarkably similar to that of many
animals. They proved the unsuspected presence of the same type of
photoreceptor protein, rhodopsin,
in both life forms, reported Chemical and Engineering News, citing
a lengthy research report published
in Nature.
The New lOrk Times noted that
the discovery of rhodopsin in algae
"promises to afford scientists a
means of conducting laboratory experiments on the origin and nature
of vision in animals, including
humans." Thanks to Foster's findings, scientists will now be able to
study photoreceptor cells crucial to
the understanding of vision by
utilizing the simple Chlamydomonas in laboratory work.
The discovery also has evolutionary ramifications. Foster has
established that the origin of
vertebrate visual systems dates back
much further than had been suspected. According to the Times,
"the presence of rhodopsin in both
algae and animals ... indicates that
the light-sensitive pigment is quite
ancient, originating sometime be-

fore plants and animals went their
separate evolutionary ways more
than 1.2 billion years ago."

Liberal Arts Core
Wins Praise
"It would not be an exaggeration,"
proclaimed the October 1984 issue
of Humanities, "to state that in recent years there has been a movement of revolutionary proportions
in American higher education."
That premise introduced a comprehensive examination by the magazine of innovative efforts to reemphasize the humanities at colleges
and universities across the country.
Noted for one "bold experiment"
in the field was SU's College of Arts
and Sciences.
The magazine, which is published by the National Endowment
for the Humanities (NEH), cited a
number of institutions for their
renewed emphasis on various individual disciplines-foreign languages, basic English, history, and
philosophy. It also singled out a
handful ofcolleges that have created
total humanities packages, assuring
that each student receives an adequate exposure to the liberal arts.
A number of the schools in that
category, such as Augusta College
in Georgia (which has implemented
a three-course sequence requiring
all students to read certain basic
humanities texts and engage in

analytical discussion) are smaller
institutions with limited student
diversity. The SU College of Arts
and Sciences, on the other hand, is
"a different kind of institution,"
Humanities said, serving a wide
variety of students with different
educational goals.
"The College .. . embarked on
a bold experiment in undergraduate
education by adopting in 1979 the
Liberal Arts Core, a tightly structured general education program,"
Humanities stated. The Liberal
Arts Core's use ofcourse clustersdesigned to foster coherence within
a specific body of knowledge
through a set of integrated
courses-has met with faculty and
student praise. A recent survey
returned a large number of students
who wanted to take sets of integrated humanities courses; the
students listed class size and opportunities for meaningful, in-depth
study as advantages.
"Although the core had proved
highly successful," the article continued, "it raised instructional costs
significantly by causing shifts in
enrollment patterns and by increasing the demand for writing and
foreign language courses. In this instance Endowment funds have been
particularly useful in providing
'bridge' support as the institution
strives to shift internal allocations,
hire additional instructors, and
bring senior faculty members into
greater contact with freshmen and
sophomores."
The curriculum's emphasis on
coherence and rigor has in fact had
a significant effect on the study of
the humanities at SU. One striking
example is the course "Introduction
to Classical Literature," which
formerly attracted between seven
and 12 students a semester. Now
course enrollment is closed at 160.
In foreign languages and literatures,
underg raduate enrollment increased from 1,590 to 2,620 between 1978 and 1982.
The "bridge" support referred to
in Humanities is a $321,148 NEH
grant received by SU in January
1984. Many of the provisions of the
grant address these enrollment

10 SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY MAGAZINE

Published by SURFACE, 1985

1

Syracuse University Magazine, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [1985], Art. 5

shifts-adding instructors to introductory and intermediate
writing courses, for example.

The Violence Factor
Violent television can lead to
violent viewers. So says George
Comstock , S.l. Newhouse Professor of Public Communications
andauthorof1VinAmerica . In an
address last fall to the National
Coalition ort Television Violence,
Comstock pointed to 10 factors that
have been shown to generate aggression among viewers. Portions
of the talk were included in On
Television : The Violence Factor, an
hour-long documentary aired by the
Public Broadcasting System in early October.
Comstock says television viewers
are likely to become more aggressive when they view programs
in which the perpetrator of violence
is rewarded or goes unpunished,
violence is portrayed as justified,
violent behavior is motivated by the
intent to inflict harm, or identification with the aggressor is encouraged .
Also noted by Comstock were instances when violence is not portrayed as distasteful, violence is
extreme in relation to events leading
up to it, protagonists display great

strength and power, protagonists
defeat weak villains, there are
numerous victims, violence erupts
among friends or allies, or when
violence is of sufficient realism to
evade classification as fiction.
These factors can make abnormal behavior seem normal , Comstock says : " Media professionals
would prefer to think that the media
have no effects other than those intended . Right or wrong, the scientific community thinks differently."
The PBS show, hosted by Edwin
Newman, was the pilot program for
a 13-part series about television and
its influences.

An Ear for History
Both The New York Times and the
Associated Press have spotlighted
Syracuse University's attempts to
bring history to the ears of the
world.
Preserving sounds of the past is
the mission of the Diane and Arthur
B. Belfer Audio Laboratory and Archive, part of SU Libraries. As
Times columnist Hans Pantel
noted, though, the audio archive
also " places a special emphasis on
devising proper methods for ti·ansferring the sound of historical
recordings to modern and durable
media, including tapes and disks."

"People think of archives as dead
and dusty places, far from reality,"
said William Storm, director of the
archive, in the Times piece. "But we
want to recapture reality and let
people hear that the past was alive."
The archive's use of laser technology in a unique groove reader is
a key part of the process. The laser
device, originally developed by SU
alumnus Owen Lewis, produces
"fingers oflight" (asAP writer Mel
Reisner put it) that lift sound from
wax cylinder recordings made at the
turn of the century, now too fnigjle
to be played by a conventional Victrola. The voices of personalities
from politics, literature, business,
and entertainment are then digitally recorded and reconstructed
through elaborate computer
systems.
The AP wire story, which has appeared in newspapers across the
United States and in Canada, noted
that the Belfer Archive contains
more than 250,000 phonodiscs,
7,000cylindrical recordings, about
10,000 tapes, and a museum with
phonographs dating back to 1877.
The museum attracts many visitors interested in the antique
machinery and recordings, as well
as in the advanced technologies in
the Jab studios. "For many," the
Times concluded, "a visit to these

"~want to let people hear that the past was alive," said William Storm, director of the Belfer Audio Archives, in a recent interview with The New York Times.

archives-ringing with old songs
and voices ahd replete with quaint
gadgetry-provides the first inkling
of the idea of historic process."

Athletic Audit
"College Presidents Must Take
Charge" was one notion offered
when USA Today collected reactions on recent NCAA athletic rules
violations for its Feb. 13 opinion
page. The essay was written by SU
Chancellor Melvin A . Eggers.
"NCAA violations have long
been a concern," Chancellor Eggers wrote. " Since 1952, more than
half of all NCAA Division 1-A
schools have been subject to
disciplinary action . Today, instances of impropriety seem to be
as much the norm as the exception.
"Few presidents even know
whether their programs actually
meet NCAA standards," he contimied. "This is in spite ofthe fact
that all must annually s,ign a document 'certifying' their institutions
are in compliance. Because no verification of the eligibility of individmil athletes is mandated by the
NCAA, the president's signature is
too often a meaningless gesture....
"At Syracuse, we consider this so
important we are independently
designing and implementing an auditing method to ensure that each
of our 'iUO student-athletes meets all
NCAA admissibility, financial aid,
and academic requirements," the
Chancellor said . The ambitious
audit plan was due to begin operation later this spring.
Further, Chancellor Eggers
recommended action on "other
fronts," suggesting that the number
of athletic scholarships allowed in
each sport be reduced, as well as the
number of coaching staff members
and the length of the recruiting
period. Also, penalties for noncompliance should be stiffened, he said .
The Chancellor applauded the
recent creation of an NCAA Presidents Commission, which is expected to play a direct lobbying role
in future rules revision .
"This is a crucial step," he concluded . "The ills of college
athletics will be cured when senior
administrators accept responsibility for managing their programs in
a way that fosters accountability and
adherence to both the letter and
spirit of NCAA rules."
USA Today is purchased each day
by more than 1 million Americans.
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